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New AHRQ toolkit on managing lab tests helps make
care safer for patients in medical offices

AHRQ has released a toolkit to help
doctors, nurses, and medical office
staff improve their processes for
tracking, reporting, and following
up with patients after medical
laboratory tests. The toolkit is part
of the Agency’s effort to make care
safer for patients in all settings.

Approximately 40 percent of
primary care office visits involve
some type of diagnostic medical
test, such as a urine sample or blood
test, provided on site or at a
laboratory. However, if test results
are lost, incorrect, or incomplete,
the wrong treatment may be
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prescribed and patient harm
can occur.

“AHRQ has a strong track
record of developing tools

that have helped hospitals
measurably improve the safety
of care,” said Jeff Brady, M.D.,
associate director of AHRQ’s
Center for Quality
Improvement and Patient
Safety. “This new toolkit is
designed to improve safety in
office-based settings by giving
doctors and their staff a practical,
easy-to-use resource to help manage
their lab test results and patient
followup.”

“Improving Your Office Testing
Process: Toolkit for Rapid-Cycle
Patient Safety and Quality
Improvement” (http://go.usa.gov/
WZxH) offers step-by-step
instructions on how to evaluate an
office testing process, identify areas
where improvement is needed, and
address those areas. Practical tools
are included that can be used to
assess office readiness, plan
activities, engage patients, audit
efforts, and incorporate electronic
health records. The toolkit also
includes a template for practices to
ensure that laboratory test results
are communicated effectively to
patients in English or Spanish.

TES
siont Safety and Quality improvement

Toolkit for Rapid-Cycle Po!

“Clinicians and
staff handle a
lot of lab test
results, and
unfortunately
mistakes
happen.”

The toolkit was developed by a
team of researchers led by Milton
“Mickey” Eder, Ph.D., director of
research and evaluation at
AccessCommunity Health Network
in Chicago, a large network of

continued on page 3
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Lost or
over-
looked
results
and lack
of timely
follow-
up on
labora-
tory test
findings
can all
contribute to patient care that
doesn’t meet quality standards
important to both patients and
health care providers.

In particular, when test results are
abnormal or suggest further testing
is required, communication gaps
can cause patient harm due to
missed or late diagnoses or
treatment. In fact, nearly a quarter
of all medical errors in ambulatory
care settings are due to inadequate
followup of abnormal test results
(www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pubmed/18519626).

Unfortunately, errors in managing
laboratory tests are frequent, and
researchers are still learning about

the impact this has on patient care.

AHRQ’s toolkit, “Improving Your
Office Testing Process: Toolkit for
Rapid-Cycle Patient Safety and
Quality Improvement,” aims to
remedy the problem by increasing
the reliability of the testing
process in medical offices. The
toolkit (http://go.usa.gov/WZxH),
described on this month’s cover,
was developed by a team of
researchers led by Milton
“Mickey” Eder, Ph.D., director of
research and evaluation at Access
Community Health Network in
Chicago, a large network of
Federally Qualified Health
Centers.

The toolkit includes seven tools to
help health care teams assess and
improve how medical tests are
managed in their offices, from the
moment tests are ordered until
patients are notified of the test
results and monitored during
appropriate followup care.

This toolkit is part of AHRQ’s
efforts to expand its successful
safety improvement initiatives in
the hospital setting to ambulatory
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care settings and to produce
evidence-based tools for use in
activities such as the Department
of Health and Human Services’
(HHS) Partnership for Patients
(PfP). The PfP initiative is a
public-private partnership working
to improve the quality, safety, and
affordability of health care for all
Americans.

As part of the initiative, doctors,
nurses, hospitals, employers,
patients, and Federal and State
governments have joined together
to implement strategies to reduce
healthcare-acquired conditions and
avoidable readmissions to
hospitals. Lessons learned from
PfP have important implications
for care in other settings, including
medical offices. For example, an
increased focus on medical test
management can help to reduce
hospital readmissions by bridging
gaps in care coordination.

Improving the quality and safety
of health care requires using a
variety of tools across all settings
of care—work that AHRQ in
tandem with HHS and others
remains committed to achieving.

Kl ) P, 4

Richard Kronick, Ph.D.
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New AHRQ toolkit
continued from page 1

community health centers. A
national panel of primary care
experts contributed, and the toolkit
was tested in the Access network.

“The toolkit was developed in a
network of federally qualified health
centers, but studies indicate that all
types of primary care offices
experience problems managing
tests. Clinicians and staff handle a
lot of lab test results, and

understand how to follow up, and
sometimes these mistakes can have
serious consequences. This toolkit
has already been demonstrated to
make processes safer at Access, and
we’re confident that doctors
nationwide will see similar results
by using the toolkit.”

To order a free copy of the toolkit,
contact the AHRQ Clearinghouse at
800-358-9295 or email
AHRQpubs@ahrg.hhs.gov and ask
for publication number 13-0035. W

“This toolkit has
already been
demonstrated to
make processes
safer at Access,
and we’re
confident that

unfortunately mistakes happen,”
said Dr. Eder. “Results can get lost
or misreported or patients may not

doctors nation-
wide will see
similar results by
using the toolKkit.

Unmet information needs of patients recently discharged home from the
hospital may play a role in readmissions

Up to 25 percent of hospital discharges result in the
patient being readmitted within 30 days. When patients
are discharged from the hospital to home, difficulties in
the care transition, particularly patient information
needs, may play an important role in readmission to the
hospital, suggests a new survey of home care nurses.
Researchers from the University of Pittsburgh Medical
School surveyed 119 home care nurses about their
perceptions of post-hospitalization information needs
and communication problems of older patients.

The survey respondents identified a number of patients’
communication needs, including information about
medication regimens (reason for taking, side effects,
costs, brand vs. generic names, and risks of non-
compliance), the severity of their conditions, hospital
discharge management process, non-medication care
regimens such as wound care, use of durable medical
equipment and home safety, the extent of care needed,
and which providers are best suited to provide that care.

.gHR N\ www.ahrg.gov

Several of the needs identified in this survey were not
previously discussed in the literature, such as the need
for more information about medication regimens, the
severity of the patient’s condition, post-discharge
procedures, non-medication care regimens unrelated to
medications, and the need for ongoing care with
appropriate providers. These findings may inform
interventions that improve information sharing among
clinicians, patients, and caregivers during care
transitions that may improve patient outcomes, keep
patients safer at home, and prevent unplanned hospital
readmissions, suggest the authors. Their study was
supported in part by AHRQ (HS18721).

See “Home-care nurses’ perceptions of unmet
information needs and communication difficulties of
older patients in the immediate post-discharge period,”
by Katrina M. Romagnoli, M.S., M.L.L.S., Steven M.
Handler, M.D., Ph.D., Frank M. Ligons, M.S., and
Harry Hochheiser, Ph.D., in BMJ Quality and Safety 22,
pp- 324-332,2013. M MWS
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Simulation exercises
can improve patient
safety

The old adage “practice makes
perfect” applies to medicine just as
it does to other fields. With today’s
technically advanced patient
simulators, clinicians can practice
procedures before performing them
on a patient. A recent literature
review found that various
simulation interventions do
improve the technical performance
of clinicians and health care teams
during critical events and can be
viewed as an effective patient
safety strategy.

A total of 38 studies were included
in the study, with 22 of them being
randomized clinical trials. Another
11 were prospective observational
studies. The remaining 5 consisted
of a retrospective analysis of a
previous simulation.

Six studies showed that physicians
performed colonoscopy and upper
gastrointestinal endoscopy better
on real patients after receiving
training with a simulator. In the
case of laparoscopic surgery,
procedure times were no faster
after training with virtual reality
simulators versus the traditional
video approach. However,
simulation training for gall bladder
removal resulted in threefold fewer
errors and an eightfold decreased
variation in errors. There was also
improved performance and a
greater respect for tissue during
surgery.

One particular study described 11
dimensions that need to be
considered when designing and
setting up simulation exercises. The
objectives of implementation must
be aligned with learners’ needs as
well as the trainers’ goals for a
particular procedure. There must
also be adequate time set aside for

debriefing. Costs vary dramatically
depending on the type of exercise,
equipment, and personnel. Overall,
simulation-based exercises increase
technical and procedural
performance at the physician and
team level across multiple medical
specialties and procedures. While
simulation can improve patient
safety, more research is needed to
determine how simulation actually
contributes to differences in patient
safety outcomes at the health
system level. The study was
supported by AHRQ (Contract No.
290-07-10062).

See “Simulation exercises as a
patient safety strategy,” by Eric
Schmidt, B.A., Sara N. Goldhaber-
Fiebert, M.D., Lawrence A. Ho,
M.D., and Kathryn M. McDonald,
M.M., in the March 5, 2013 Annals
of Internal Medicine 158(5)

(part 2), pp. 426-432. KB

Checklist boosts clinician adherence to quality care for
conditions common in hospitalized general medicine patients

A checklist that requires providers to address the four
most common and expensive-to-treat health care-
associated conditions observed in hospitalized general
medicine patients boosts adherence to appropriate care
processes, according to a new study.

Checklists, used to improve safety in other industries
such as aviation, have recently been introduced into
hospital care, resulting in reduced complications among
surgery and intensive care unit patients. Checklist
developers have identified up to 30 quality indicators
related to general hospital care, resulting in variable
rates of adherence to many of these measures.

In this study, the researchers limited the checklist to
care measures for four common, easily prevented
problems with substantial financial impact:
pneumococcal immunization (I); pressure ulcers/
bedsores (B); catheter-associated urinary tract infections
or CAUTIs (C); and deep venous thrombosis/venous

4 | November/December 2013

thromboembolism or DVT/VTE
(D). They had attending
physicians fill out the IBCD
checklist once per patient, as part
of the post-call morning rounds
for new admissions.

Immunization with pneumococcal polysaccharide
vaccine can prevent half of hospital deaths from
pneumococcal infections and 15-24 percent of hospital
patients develop bedsores (at a treatment cost of $2.2—
3.4 billion annually). CAUTISs are responsible for some
40 percent of hospital-associated infections, while DVT/
VTEs are the commonest reason for death in hospitals
(occurring in up to 60 percent of patients in the absence
of preventive care).

In a large urban medical center, 66 general medicine
teams (70 percent) voluntarily used the IBCD checklist

continued on page 5
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Checklists

continued from page 4

for 1,168 of new patients during the 9-month study
period. Average adherence to the four checklist items
rose significantly, from 68 percent on admission to 82
percent after checklist use. In the 6 weeks after the
checklist was transitioned to the electronic medical
record, IBCD was noted in documentation of 59 percent
of patients admitted to general medicine. This study was
funded in part by AHRQ (HS16967) to the University

Therapeutics (CERT). For more information on the
CERTs program, visit www.certs.hhs.gov.

More details are in “IBCD: Development and testing of
a checklist to improve quality of care for hospitalized
general medicine patients,” by Andrew M. Davis, M.D.,
M.PH., Elizabeth M. Schulwolf, M.D., M.A., Valerie G.
Press, M.D., M.P.H., Vineet M. Arora, M.D., M.P.P, and
others in the April 2013 The Joint Commission Journal
on Quality and Patient Safety 39(4), pp. 147-156. &
DIL

of Chicago Center for Education and Research on

Having surgical interns on call from home rather than at the hospital does
not increase postoperative complications

Postoperative complications are not
increased when surgical interns are
on call from home rather than at the
hospital, concludes a new study. It
found no rise in overall
postoperative morbidity or mortality
rates between 1999-2003, when
interns had to be on call at the
hospital, and 2004-2010, when they
could be on call from home.

These findings are important,
because the Accreditation Council
for Graduate Medical Education
(ACGME) forbade surgical intern
home calls as of July 2011 as part
of its new guidelines on resident
work hours. The researchers
conducted the study at a single
Veterans Affairs (VA) Medical
Center to test the impact of the
intern home call schedule.

During 1999-2003, the first call for
all patients went to an in-hospital
surgical intern; during 2004-2010,
the first call went to an intern on
call from home. The new ACGME
work-hour restrictions assume that
having surgical interns on call from
home, outside of standard working
hours, would be associated with
increased postoperative morbidity
and mortality rates. Instead, the
researchers found a significant
decrease in unadjusted overall
morbidity rates from the 19992003
to the 2004-2010 period (from
12.14 percent to 10.19 percent).

When they looked at the ratio of
observed-to-expected risk-adjusted
morbidity in these two time periods,
a uniform annual percentage
decrease of 6.03 percent was
observed. The unadjusted overall
mortality rates also declined

between the hospital on-call and
home on-call periods (from 1.76
percent to 1.26 percent), but no
significant change was found in the
risk-adjusted mortality ratios. The
findings were based on data from
the VA National Surgical Quality
Improvement Program—including
all patients whose surgery was
performed by the general, vascular,
urologic, or cardiac surgery
services. The study was funded in
part by AHRQ (T32 HS00028).

More details are in “The influence
of intern home call on objectively
measured perioperative outcomes,”
by Zachary J. Kastenberg, M.D.,
Kim F. Rhoads, M.D., M.S., M.P.H.,
Marc L. Melcher, M.D., Ph.D., and
others in the April 2013 Journal of
the American Medical Association—
Surgery 148(4), pp. 347-351. M DIL

Note: Only items marked with a single (*) asterisk are available from the AHRQ Clearinghouse.
See the back cover of Research Activities for ordering information. Consult a reference librarian
for information on obtaining copies of articles not marked with an asterisk.
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Stealth alerts improve rate of warfarin monitoring for patients starting an

interacting medication

A patient on warfarin is sometimes given another
medication that could interact with the anticoagulant.
When this happens, an alert that goes to an
interdisciplinary anticoagulation management service is
more effective than alerting the prescribing physician in
ensuring anticoagulation monitoring is completed
within 5 days of the new prescription, according to a
new study. Such monitoring is important to ensure that
warfarin stays within effective levels in the presence of
the new medication.

The researchers tested the stealth alert in a pre-
intervention/post-intervention study. A total of 1,553
patients were seen in the pre-intervention period and
1,709 in the post-intervention period. Before the stealth
alerting system was implemented, 34 percent of
anticoagulant patients completed monitoring within 5
days of being prescribed a medication that had the
potential to interact with warfarin. After the stealth alert
intervention was introduced, 39 percent of the patients

completed their monitoring within the 5-day goal, a
significant increase of 24 percent. Significantly
increased odds of completing monitoring were found at
3,4, and 7 days (31 percent, 25 percent, and 27 percent,
respectively).

The researchers used data from the electronic health
record of a large, multispecialty group practice. This
study was funded in part by a grant from AHRQ
(HS21094) to the Brigham and Women’s Hospital
Center for Education and Research on Therapeutics
(CERT), which focuses on health information
technology. For more information on the CERTs
program, visit www.certs.hhs.gov.

More details are in “‘Stealth’ alerts to improve warfarin
monitoring when initiating interacting medications,” by
Kate E. Koplan, M.D., M.PH., Alan D. Brush, M.D.,
Marvin S. Packer, M.D., and others in the December
2012 Journal of General Internal Medicine 27(12), pp.
1666-1673. @ DIL

Links found between nursing homes and hospitals in spread of MRSA

Individual hospitals or hospital
systems may not consider the role
of patients who transfer in and out
of the hospital from nursing homes
when planning their infection
control strategies. That may be a
mistake, suggests a new study. It
found that the presence of nursing
homes substantially increased the
effects of a hospital outbreak of
methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus
aureus (MRSA). This led to a
relative average increase of 46.2
percent above and beyond the
impact of infection when only
hospitals were considered in
outbreak estimates in Orange
County, CA. A MRSA outbreak in
the largest nursing home had effects
on many Orange County hospitals.
It boosted MRSA prevalence in
directly connected hospitals by an
average of 0.3 percent and in

6 | November/December 2013

hospitals not directly connected
through patient transfers by an
average of 0.1 percent after 6
months.

The researchers used a model to
simulate MRSA outbreaks among
all hospitals and nursing homes in
Orange County. For their study, the
researchers used different
experimental scenarios simulating
sustained and 6-month MRSA
outbreaks in selected hospitals and
nursing homes based on an absolute
increase in MRSA prevalence of 10
percent in hospitals and 20 percent
in nursing homes.

They found that, despite their much
smaller size and less frequent
turnover compared to hospitals,
nursing homes had a substantial
impact on MRSA outbreaks that
could extend for many miles. This

may be due in part to the relatively
high prevalence of MRSA in
nursing homes, averaging 25
percent in Orange County, note the
researchers. They recommend that
hospitals include nursing homes in
their infection control measures.
There may be a benefit in applying
the same rigor in infection control
seen in many hospitals to nursing
homes. This study was funded by
AHRQ (Contract No. 290-05-0033).

See “The importance of nursing
homes in the spread of methicillin-
resistant Staphylococcus aureus
(MRSA) among hospitals,” by
Bruce Y. Lee, M.D., Sarah M.
Bartsch, M.PH., Kim F. Wong,
Ph.D., and others in the March 2013
Medical Care 51(3), pp. 205-215. 1
MWS
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Contact precautions should be
extended to all MRSA carriers in a
nursing home

Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA)
is a growing problem in hospitals and nursing homes.
Current guidelines include recommendations for the
use of contact precautions to prevent MRSA
transmission in nursing homes. These include moving
MRSA carriers to single rooms and using gowns and
gloves when handling residents. However, these
precautions are usually limited to patients with
clinically apparent MRSA infections in the form of
wounds or uncontained secretions.

A new study finds that there can be substantial benefit
when contact precautions are extended to all known
MRSA carriers in nursing homes, not just those with
evident infection. Researchers used a computational
model that included virtual representations of 71
nursing homes and 29 hospitals to compare three
strategies: not applying contact precautions to any
nursing home residents, applying contact precautions
to individuals with clinically apparent MRSA
infections, and using contact precautions for all known
MRSA carriers identified by hospital screening.

Implementing contact precautions for those with
clinically apparent infection had a minimal effect of
less than 1 percent on MRSA prevalence in hospitals,
which continued 5 years after starting the practice. The
strategy did result in a median 0.4 percent decrease in
MRSA prevalence in nursing homes. Using contact
precautions on all known MRSA carriers resulted in a
14.2 decrease in MRSA prevalence in nursing homes

% www.ahrg.gov

and a 2.3 percent decrease in hospitals 1 year after
implementation. According to the researchers, the
findings support a more comprehensive approach to
contain and prevent MRSA infection. They suggest
that nursing homes include measures to help residents
deal with the isolation requirement of contact

precautions. The study was supported in part by
AHRQ (Contract No. 290-05-0033).

See “The potential regional impact of contact
precaution use in nursing homes to control methicillin-
resistant Staphylococcus aureus,” by Bruce Y. Lee,
M.D., M.B.A., Ashima Singh, M.S., Sarah M. Bartsch,
M.PH., and others in the February 2013 Infection
Control and Hospital Epidemiology 34(2), pp. 151-
160. KB
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Study seeks to develop a clinical tool predicting mortality risk for severely
injured older patients with complications

Geriatric trauma patients experience
poorer survival and greater
complication rates when severely
injured compared with younger
patients with comparably severe
injuries. In a national dataset of
285,000 hospitalized patients with
moderate-to-severe traumatic injury,
researchers found that nearly all
infections in the post-injury hospital
course were associated with at least
double the risk of death for older
(65 and older) versus younger (18 to
64 years old) patients. These
infections ranged from pneumonia,
abscess, wound infection, urinary
tract infections, and aspiration
pneumonia.

Certain noninfectious complications
also were identified with greater
mortality among older patients,
including failure of reduction/

fixation, pressure ulcer, deep venous
thrombosis, pneumothorax,
pulmonary embolism, and
compartment syndrome (when
excessive pressures build up inside
an enclosed space, usually after
bleeding or swelling after an injury,
which can lead to permanent
injury).

Because current guidelines
recommend risk stratification at the
time of admission for older patients,
the researchers aimed to identify the
complications most associated with
mortality and to develop a simple
clinical risk nomogram (line chart)
to predict patients at greatest risk
for mortality-associated geriatric
complications (MGCs).

A clinical risk nomogram would
allow clinicians to assess the risk of
a MGC or death. By categorizing

the level of preexisting condition
burden based on age, comorbidity,
and sex, the researchers were able to
develop a nomogram to identify risk
of MGCs or death at the time of
admission. They suggest that their
nomogram, when validated by
prospective and population-based
studies, may lead to targeted
interventions tailored to older
patients. This study was supported
by AHRQ (HS19979).

See “A simple clinical risk
nomogram to predict mortality-
associated geriatric complications in
severely injured geriatric patients,”
by Lillian Min, M.D., Sigrid
Burruss, M.D., Eric Morley, M.PH.,
and others in the Journal of Trauma
Acute Care Surgery 74, pp. 1125-
1132,2013. M MWS

Trauma surgery resident experience declined over a decade prior to the

2003 work-hour reform

General surgery medical residents need to participate in
a minimum of 10 operative trauma cases during their
training. In 2003, the Accreditation Council for
Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) implemented
new work-hour rules for U.S. residency programs that
limited all house staff to working 80 hours each week.

A study exploring the impact of this reform on
operative trauma cases found that overall trauma cases
per year declined from 78.28 per surgical resident to
38.73 between 1990 and 2010 by 3.41 cases per year.
However, during the period following the work-hour
change (2003-2010), overall trauma cases increased by
0.36 cases per year. The percentage of junior surgical
residents involved in trauma operative cases had risen

from 67 percent in 1990 to 79 percent in 2010, meaning

that chief residents (residents in their final year of
training) were less likely to be participating in trauma

cases.

S
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increased from 47 percent in 1990 to 62 percent in
20032004, to 75 percent in 2010 and, for thoracic

cases, from 60 percent in 1990 to 69 percent in 2003—
2004 to 75 percent in 2010.

As part of this trend, the percentage of total trauma
vascular cases experienced by a junior resident

8 | November/December 2013

continued on page 9
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Trauma surgery
continued from page 8

The researchers conclude that secular trends before the
2003 work-hour reform caused a 50 percent decrease in

increasingly transferred to junior residents. This study
was supported by AHRQ (HS13833).

See “Twenty-year analysis of surgical resident operative
trauma experiences,” by Mayur B. Patel, M.D., M.PH.,

operative trauma experience among general surgery
residents. After work-hour reform, operative trauma
case volumes stabilized, although cases were

Oscar D. Guillamondegui, M.D., M.PH., Addison K.
May, M.D., and Jose J. Diaz, M.D., in the Journal of
Surgical Research 180, pp. 1911-1915, 2013. B MWS

Oral antibiotics and bowel preparation reduce hospital stays and 30-day
readmissions in patients undergoing colectomy procedures

Surgical site infections (SSIs)
complicate approximately 15
percent of colectomies (partial or
total removal of the colon) and have
been linked to increased hospital
length of stay (LOS) as well as
readmissions. A new study reveals
that oral antibiotics and bowel
preparations (OABPs) before
colorectal surgery is associated with
both shorter LOS and fewer 30-day
readmissions, primarily because of
fewer readmissions for SSIs. The
study included 8,180 patients, who
underwent elective colorectal
surgery between 2005 and 2009 in

In the study, an OABP, whose use
has waned in recent years, was
prescribed to 3,575 of the 8,180
patients.

SSIs occurred in 1,192 (14.6
percent) patients and significantly
differed by bowel preparation
category: OABP (8.6 percent),
mechanical bowel preparation alone
(19.5 percent), and no bowel
preparation (18.6 percent). Thirty
day readmission occurred in 1,161
(14.2 percent) patients, ranging
from 12.7 percent for OABP, and
15.0 percent for mechanical
preparation, to 16.1 percent for no

preparation. The researchers believe
that efforts to improve adherence
with use of OABP can improve the
efficiency of care for colorectal
surgery. This study was supported in
part by AHRQ (T32 HS13852).

See “Oral antibiotic bowel
preparation reduces length of stay
and readmissions after colorectal
surgery,” by Galinan D. Toneva,
B.S., Rhaiannon J. Deierhoi,
M.PH., Laura K. Altom, M.D.,
M.S.PH., and others in the Journal
of the American College of
Surgeons 216, pp. 765-763,2013. &
MWS

Veterans Administration hospitals.

Based on the Massachusetts experience, consumers will need help

navigating health insurance exchanges

With the passage of the Affordable Care Act, some U.S.
consumers will soon be joining health insurance
exchanges (HIEs). These HIEs allow people to select
from a variety of commercial health plans offering
different levels of coverage generosity, benefit
structures, and monthly premiums. Since 2006,
Massachusetts has offered its own version of an HIE
called the Health Connector. A new study analyzes the
Massachusetts experience as an example of how people
will deal with enrolling in health plans via HIEs.

Researchers from the Harvard School of Public Health,
Harvard Pilgrim Health Care Institute, and Harvard

% www.ahrg.gov

Medical School surveyed Massachusetts consumers
enrolling in the Massachusetts Exchange in 2010.
Nearly half of respondents had significant difficulty
understanding plan information. In addition, a majority
of respondents either needed help selecting the
appropriate plan or solicited assistance with plan
selection, most often from friends and family.

Consumers enrolled in an HIE plan for 6 months or
more were eligible to participate in the survey.
Questions were asked about their satisfaction and
experience with selecting a health plan and after they

continued on page 10
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Health insurance exchanges

continued from page 9

enrolled. The survey also collected information about
socioeconomic and clinical characteristics of the
subscribers and their families.

Overall, more than 40 percent of enrollees found their
plan information difficult to understand. In addition,
one-third reported that they recruited someone to help
them narrow down their plan choices. Another 20
percent wished they had had assistance in this process.
More than a quarter of respondents (28 percent) felt that
selecting a plan would have been easier if they had
fewer plan options. Even after they were enrolled in a
particular plan, nearly a quarter (23 percent) said they
still found their plan difficult to understand. Forty-five
percent reported that their out-of-pocket expenses were
higher than expected.

Those more likely to be dissatisfied with the
affordability of plan options were respondents with

incomes less than 400 percent of the Federal poverty
level. These consumers also reported having higher-
than-expected out-of-pocket costs. While all
respondents were enrolled in unsubsidized plans, the
researchers discovered that 30 percent of respondents
had incomes that would have qualified them for a
subsidized Connector plan. As HIEs emerge and
become active, they will need to provide resources and
decision support to consumers in a variety of ways to
reduce confusion and help people choose the best plan
for them, suggest the researchers. Investigators
participating in this study are supported in part by
AHRQ (HS10391).

More details are in “The experience of Massachusetts
shows that consumers will need help in navigating
insurance exchanges,” by Anna D. Sinaiko, Ph.D.,
Dennis Ross-Degnan, Sc.D., Stephen B. Soumerai,
Sc.D., and others, in the January 2013 Health Affairs
32(1), pp. 78-86. ® KB

_

Study of Asian Americans identifies subsets of socially disadvantaged

workers at risk of poor mental health

A well-documented finding is that
individuals of the highest
socioeconomic status (SES) have
better health, particularly mental
health, than those at the bottom and
all intermediary levels. Yet, there is
increasing evidence from studies of
racial/ethnic minorities and
immigrants in the United States
showing more complex links
between SES and health.

This is sometimes referred to as an
“epidemiological paradox” (higher
SES not associated with better
health) or an “immigrant health
paradox” (health-protective effect of
being foreign-born despite lower
SES than their U.S.-born
counterparts). In an effort to
understand whether such a
phenomenon exists in the fast-
growing, heterogeneous Asian

mental disorders.
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American population, researchers
investigated the associations of
nativity and occupational class with
subjective health and 12-month

They found that occupational class
was not strongly associated with
subjective health and mental
disorder for Asian Americans,
including immigrants. Though they
found an overall protective effect of
being foreign-born for any mental
disorder and anxiety, factors
associated with migration and
adaptation were independently
associated with negative outcomes.

For example, limited English
proficiency was associated with all
five outcomes studied (self-rated
physical health, self-rated mental
health, any 12-month mental
disorder, any 12-month anxiety

disorder and any 12-month
depressive disorder). Material and
psychosocial factors were
associated with some outcomes—
perceived financial need with
self-rated physical and mental
health, uninsurance with self-rated
mental health and depression, social
support, perceived discrimination,
and acculturative stress with all or
most mental health outcomes.

The researchers caution against
using terms like “immigrant health
paradox,” which oversimplify
complex patterns. They conclude
that their findings identify sub-
groups of Asians at risk for worse
mental health who might be targeted
through culturally centered policies
and programs to provide language,

continued on page 11
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Mental health

continued from page 10

social, and health services and to
promote health. The findings were
based on analysis of data from
1,530 Asian respondents in the
labor force to the National Latino
and Asian American Study of
2002-2003. The study was partially

o ——

Individuals living
with chronically ill
household members
have lower health-
related quality of life

Caring for a chronically ill family
member can have negative effects,
not only on the caregiver, but on
others living in the household as

well. This “spillover of illness” can
result in family members reporting
less than optimal health, according
to a new study. This lower health-
related quality of life affects both
adults and children living in the
household.

Researchers analyzed 4 years of
data from the Medical Expenditure
Panel Survey (MEPS), which
collects information on individuals
at 5 time points over a period of
2.5 years. Of particular interest
was data on the medical conditions
of each household member.
Chronic conditions were defined as
those lasting 12 months or more or
those resulting in lasting physical

% www.ahrg.gov

supported by AHRQ (T32
HS13853).

See “Does an immigrant health
paradox exist among Asian
Americans? Associations of nativity
and occupational class with self-
rated health and mental disorders,”
by Dolly A. John, Ph.D., A.B. de
Castro, Ph.D., Diane P. Martin,

impairment. The sample included
24,188 adults and children.

Nearly one-third of adults suffered
from a chronic condition and 38
percent of adults were living with
another adult who had a chronic
condition. Among adults, the most
common chronic conditions were
hypertension, diabetes, joint
diseases, and depression. Asthma
and allergies were the most
common chronic conditions for
children.

Several conditions were associated
with significantly lower health-
related quality of life scores among
household members living with
someone having a chronic
condition. These included mental
disorders and respiratory
conditions in adults and children;
in just adults, musculoskeletal and
nervous/sensory system diseases.
There was a 30 percent reduction
in odds of a person reporting
perfect health from a household
where a chronic condition was
present. The largest reduction was
found for family members living
with children with newly occurring

Ph.D., Bonnie Duran, Ph.D., and
David T. Takeuchi, Ph.D.in Social
Science & Medicine 75, pp. 2085-
2098,2012. @ MWS

mental health conditions. The
study was supported in part by
AHRQ (HS14010).

See “Evidence of spillover of
illness among household members:
EQ-5D scores from a US sample,”
by Eve Witttenberg, Ph.D., Grant
A. Ritter, Ph.D., and Lisa A.
Prosser, Ph.D., in the February
2013 Medical Decision Making 33,
pp. 235-243. KB
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Patients with advanced cancer who
watch a video of CPR less likely to

opt for CPR

Video decision aids are designed to help patients make
more informed decisions by illuminating alternative
treatments for serious conditions. A new study shows
that patients with advanced cancer who viewed a video
of cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) were less
likely to opt for CPR than those who listened to a
verbal narrative. Angelo E. Volandes, M.D., M.PH., of
Massachusetts General Hospital, and colleagues
enrolled 150 patients with advanced cancer in the

study.

Eighty patients listened only to a verbal description of
the CPR process and the likelihood of successful

resuscitation. Seventy intervention patients listened to
the verbal narrative and watched a 3-minute video of a
patient on a ventilator and of CPR being performed on

a simulated patient. Among participants who heard
only the verbal narrative, 48 percent opted for CPR if

necessary, 51 percent wanted no CPR, and 1 patient
was uncertain. Among participants who heard the
verbal narrative and saw the video, 20 percent opted
for CPR if needed, 79 percent opted for no CPR, and 1
person was uncertain. Mean knowledge scores were
significantly higher for those viewing the video than

for those who only heard the verbal narrative. The
study was supported in part by AHRQ (HS18780).

More details are in “Randomized controlled trial of a
video decision support tool for cardiopulmonary
resuscitation decision making in advanced cancer,” by
Dr. Volandes, Michael K. Paasche-Orlow, M.D., Susan
L. Mitchell, M.D., and others in the Journal of Clinical
Oncology 31(3), pp. 380-386, 2012. DIL

Sleep-disordered breathing boosts risk of heart disease in patients with
asymptomatic type 2 diabetes

Adults with type 2 diabetes mellitus
(T2DM) have a two to four times
greater risk of heart disease-related
mortality than their nondiabetic
counterparts. Sleep-disordered
breathing (SDB) has been
associated with T2DM and impaired
glucose tolerance, independent of
other coexisting conditions,
including obesity. A recent study
found a greater risk of new-onset
cardiac disease in asymptomatic
patients (with normal exercise

12 | November/December 2013

results on echocardiogram) with
T2DM and SDB than in those
without SDB.

SDB was associated with a greater
risk of incident coronary artery
disease (CAD) even after
controlling for risk factors,
including age, sex, hypertension,
smoking, lipid profile, family
history of cerebrovascular disease,
medical treatment, standard of
care-related risk factors, or
overweight/obesity. SDB was also

associated with more than twice the
risk of incident atrial fibrillation
(AF) in patients with T2DM. In
addition, there was a positive
association of SDB with heart
failure (HF).

Patients were considered to have
SDB if the diagnosis was made
using polysomnography or if a
comprehensive sleep evaluation
identified the patient to be at high

continued on page 13
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Type 2 diabetes
continued from page 12

risk of SDB but the patient did not
undergo polysomnography. All
patients were treated at a single,
large center in Ohio and were
followed for a period of up to 7.8
years. The study included 869
asymptomatic patients with T2DM,
of whom 188 had SDB. The
researchers believe that the

(T32 HS00059).

D e T

Regular primary care physicians are more likely to intensify

medication for patients with diabetes

Patients with diabetes cared for by a regular primary
care physician (PCP) are more likely to receive
medication intensification (prescriptions for higher or
more frequent doses of current drugs or addition of new
medication) or lifestyle counseling on diet or exercise
than patients treated by covering physicians (who filled
in for the patient’s regular PCP) or other medical
providers (nurse practitioners or physician assistants), a
new study finds.

As a result, patients seen more often by PCPs are likely
to more quickly get their diabetes under control, that is,
lower levels of blood sugar (glycated hemoglobin,
HbAc), and to more quickly lower their blood pressure
and/or blood levels of low-density lipoprotein
cholesterol than those seen frequently by covering
physicians or midlevel practitioners.

During periods in which one or more of these measures
were uncontrolled, patient encounters were mostly with
PCPs (83 percent), less often with covering physicians
(13 percent), and least often with midlevel providers (5
percent). Nearly half of the encounters (49 percent)
were face-to-face visits rather than remote (telephone)
consultations, and 19 percent involved an acute
complaint (acute pain or infection). For all encounters,
11 percent resulted in medication intensification and 40
percent involved lifestyle counseling.

Using a model that controlled for patient demographics
and clinical factors, the researchers determined that the

% www.ahrg.gov

association of SDB with incident
CAD, AF, and HF in patients with
T2DM justifies more liberal
screening for SDB in patients with
T2DM, given that SDB is a
potentially modifiable risk factor.
This study was supported by AHRQ

with diabetes mellitus and normal
exercise echocardiographic
findings,” by Sinziana Seicean,
M.D., Kingman P. Strohl, M.D.,
Andreea Seicean, M.PH., and
others in the American Journal of
Cardiology 111, pp. 1214-1220,
2013. @ MWS

See “’Sleep disordered breathing as
a risk of cardiac events in subjects

probability of medication
intensification and lifestyle
counseling during nonacute
encounters was 49 percent and 92
percent higher, respectively, for PCPs
than for covering physicians and 27 percent and 22
percent higher, respectively, than for midlevel providers.

For encounters involving acute complaints, covering
physicians were 50 percent less likely than PCPs to
intensify medications, but midlevel providers were not
significantly less likely to do so. Although midlevel
practitioners were 39 percent less likely to give lifestyle
counseling during an acute encounter, covering
physicians were not significantly less likely to provide
counseling.

The findings were based on data from 584,587 patient
encounters documented via electronic medical records
of 27,225 adults with diabetes treated for at least 2 years
at primary care practices affiliated with two large
teaching hospitals in Boston. The study was funded in
part by AHRQ (HS17030).

More details are in “Performance of primary care
physicians and other providers on key process measures
in the treatment of diabetes,” by Fritha Morrison,
M.PH., Maria Schubina, Sc.D., Saveli [. Goldberg,
Ph.D., and others in the May 2013 Diabetes Care 36(5),
pp. 1147-1152. @ DIL
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Drivers refer to their dashboards to
check data on speed and distance.
Data-driven researchers and
clinicians rely on AHRQ’s online
dashboards from State Snapshots to
gauge the overall status of health
care in their State.

The dashboard at the top of each
Snapshot provides a needle gauge
ranging from weak to strong, which
summarizes more than 100 quality
measures. Scrolling down the page,
researchers and clinicians can
compare how a State is doing in
types of care, settings of care,
common clinical conditions, and
specific areas, including diabetes,
asthma, and Healthy People 2020.

Research Activities shines a
spotlight on how individual States
use AHRQ data on health care
quality and disparities. Our first
columns profiled lowa and New
York. This month we turn to Ohio
where AHRQ data is informing
ideas to reduce disparities.

Ohio has more than 12 million
residents and is the seventh most
populous State in the nation. The
State contains major urban areas,
including Columbus, Cleveland, and
Cincinnati, and a large Appalachian
area. It is also home to one of the
largest Somali populations in the
country.
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Real-world frustration in the
Buckeye State

“We are in the top quartile for
health care spending and the bottom
quartile for outcomes,” says Mary
Applegate, M.D. “That doesn’t
make sense to me, but it does make
sense that we have wide disparities.”

Applegate dealt with disparities on
a regular basis—first as a
pediatrician and internist in rural
Ohio and then as deputy coroner for
the State. She became medical
director for Ohio Medicaid because
of what she calls “real world
frustration” with disparities.

Health care leaders throughout the
State share Applegate’s
frustration—and her commitment to
reduce disparities.“Our State
understands that we can no longer
afford to do business the way we
have been,” says Johnnie (Chip)
Allen, M.P.H., director of health
equity in the Ohio Department of
Health and a leader in the National
Academy for State Health Policy
Leaders. “We have no other choice
but to change, but in order to
change we have to begin with,
‘What is our baseline
information?’”

For Allen, many of those answers
come from AHRQ. “The AHRQ
data is very specific with good
research availability. Even if AHRQ
has a measure and we don’t have a
large enough sample, that provides
us with insight to enhance our data
collection efforts,” says Allen. “We
want to eliminate disparities. The
AHRQ data helps us with what
needs to be done. We are working
on the how.”

ne

A collaborative approach

“About a year and a half ago, a
number of State agencies in Ohio,
including the Commission on
Minority Health, Ohio Medicaid,
and our Department of Health met
as a collaborative to address health
care disparities, particularly as
related to the Affordable Care Act,”
explains Allen. “The AHRQ data
provided the opportunity for us to
look at the same metrics even
though our work is spread across
many agencies in the State.”

The collaborative approach is
changing the way Ohio looks at
disparities. For example, Allen says,
“We put language in our insurance
contracts to address disparities.
Prior to that, we didn’t have specific
language to address disparities.”

Another member of the group,
Carol Ware, senior program
administrator of the Ohio
Department of Medicaid, says,
“Often states—and I’m not just
speaking of Ohio—look for
guidance from the Federal level that
would help us develop policy. The
ACA (Affordable Care Act) and the
National Stakeholder Strategy for
Achieving Health Equity provided
useful information to assist us by
giving us a foundation. The fact that
we finally could put health equity in
our managed care contractual
documents is a huge achievement.”
Applegate, Allen, Ware, and others
are continuing their collaboration by
establishing a new group. “Our
health equity workgroup will have
representatives from managed care,
staff from our agency, and partners

continued on page 15
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AHRQ data--reports States use

Every year since 2003, AHRQ has released the National Healthcare Quality Report and the National
Healthcare Disparities Report. These Congressionally mandated reports gauge the state of health care in the
United States. More than 250 measures relating to quality of care and access to health services are factored in
and reported by racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups.

In 2005, AHRQ began compiling data from the reports to develop an annual State Snapshots, which provides
State-specific health care quality information, including strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities for
improvement. Every State and the District of Columbia can compare their own health care statistics with the

nation as a whole.

The State Snapshots can help State officials and their public- and private-sector partners better understand
health care quality and disparities in their State.

Ultimately, the goals of these reports, combined with other Department of Health and Human Services
initiatives such as the National Quality Strategy and the Disparities Action Plan, is to make the lives of

patients and families better.

To view the quality and disparity reports, visit www.ahrq.gov/research/findings/nhqrdr. To view the State
selection map and explore the quality of your State’s health care against national rates or best performing

States, visit statesnapshots.ahrq.gov.

State spotlight

continued from page 14

representing the Commission on
Minority Affairs,” says Ware. “We
have the brains and the willpower,
but we all have to come together.”

The time is right

“We finally have focused alignment
in Federal initiatives, including the
HHS Action Plan to Reduce Racial
and Ethnic Health Disparities, the
National Stakeholder Strategy to
Achieve Health Equity, AHQR data
resources, and the Affordable Care
Act,” says Angela Dawson,
executive director of the Ohio
Commission on Minority Health
and one of the health equity group’s
leaders. “In other words, Jupiter is
finally aligned with Mars.”

5’1/}& www.ahrq.gov

Dawson should know. “The Ohio
Commission on Minority Health
was the first State agency set aside
in the nation to look at minority
health disparities,” she says.
“We’ve been on the battlefield for
26 years helping to push efforts
toward policies that drive down
minority health disparities and raise
awareness of health disparities
while improving the health of racial
and ethnic minorities.”

“What’s different now”, says
Dawson, is that “Ohio recognizes
that we can’t afford to do business
the same old way. Rather we must
begin to use data to drive our policy,
allocation, and implementation
decisions. Our exorbitant spending
forces us to both challenge and
change the historical approach of
scattering money across the State

without the real means to assess the
impact of our investments.”

Dawson sees this opportunity as the
“greatest time for growth in the
history of health care disparities
since the release of the 1985
Heckler report.” (http://go.usa.gov/
WB3C).

Champions in Ohio

“The best data can only help
identify key problems,” says Ernest
Moy, M.D., senior research scientist
at AHRQ. “Champions are essential
to lead the hard work of improving
quality and reducing disparities.”
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Malpractice claim rates not significantly different between physicians who
use electronic health record systems and nonusers

Incidence of malpractice claims for
physicians using electronic health
records (EHRs) between 1999 and
2009 was not significantly different
from that of physicians who did not
use EHR systems, after adjusting
for other factors affecting such
claims. The researchers conducted
the study among all office-based
physicians in Colorado to determine
whether EHR use was associated
with reduced malpractice claims. If
true, this would help justify the
Federal authorization of $27 billion
to support physician adoption of
EHR systems, and argue for a credit
against liability insurance premiums
for physicians using EHRs.

However, the likelihood of
malpractice claims for EHR users
was a nonsignificant 12 percent

lower than for nonusers. When the
researchers compared the likelihood
of claim incidence for users before
introducing an EHR system and
afterwards, EHR introduction was
associated with a nonsignificant 27
percent decline in the likelihood of
a malpractice claim. During the
period before EHR use, 633
physicians cumulatively had 6
plausibly EHR-sensitive claims in
contrast to 251 physicians having 2
such claims when their EHR was in
use. This came to equivalent
incidence of 0.01 plausibly EHR-
sensitive malpractice claims per
physician EHR users per 10 years of
liability coverage, whether or not an
EHR system was in use.

The findings were based on
responses to surveys sent to 3,502

office-based physicians during
November and December 2009 and
analysis of 1,627 malpractice claims
filed and electronically available
from 1999 through 2009. The study
was funded in part by AHRQ
(HS19464).

More details are in “Impact of
electronic health records on
malpractice claims in a sample of
physician offices in Colorado: A
retrospective cohort study,” by
Michael S. Victoroff, M.D., Barbara
M. Drury, B.A., Elizabeth J.
Campagna, M.S., PStat®, and Elaine
H. Morrato, Dr.PH., M.PH., C.PH.,
in the May 2013 Journal of General
Internal Medicine 28(5), pp.
637-644. @ DIL

Survey finds significant barriers to use of health information technology to
report adverse events in nursing homes

Each year, at least 8 million adverse events occur in
nursing home settings. The most commonly used
method of reporting, and subsequently analyzing, an
adverse event in a nursing home is through incident
reporting. One strategy to reduce adverse events is
through the use of health information technology (IT) to
enhance incident reporting processes. A recently

published survey found several barriers to the use of
health IT for this purpose. The survey asked 399

nursing home administrators about the factors that
either promote or prevent health IT for reporting

adverse incidents.

o

Two of the top three most important barriers identified
by nursing home administrators were related to fears of
reporting. The three barriers were: (1) lack of
recognit